
CASE STUDY 4.1
Marsha Warren 

An experienced third-grade teacher is overwhelmed by the problems cre-
ated by her heterogeneous class, which includes eight students who have
unique home and personal situations that are affecting their schooling. 

José glared at Tyrone. “Quit looking at me, you jerk!” 
“I wasn’t lookin’ at nothin’, creepy,” replied Tyrone vehemently. 
Marsha Warren looked up sharply at the two boys and made a cutting

gesture through the air. “That’s enough from both of you. You should both
be looking at your books, not each other.” 

“I was lookin’ at my book!” protested Tyrone. 
“Just stop!” repeated Marsha. “Please continue reading, Angela.” 
Angela rolled her eyes at no one in particular and resumed reading

aloud in a bored, expressionless tone. Her progress was slow and halting. 
Marsha Warren was a third-grade teacher at the Roosevelt Elementary

School in Littleton. She was trying to conduct a reading group with the eight
slowest readers in her class of twenty-two while the other children worked in
workbooks at their seats. But each time an argument erupted among the
children in the reading group, most of the children at their desks snapped
to attention to watch the sparks fly.

“You can stop there, Angela,” interrupted Marsha as Angela came to the
end of a paragraph. “Bettie Ann, will you read next?” As she spoke, Marsha
also put a hand out to touch another child, Katie, on the shoulder in an at-
tempt to stop her from bouncing in her chair. 

Bettie Ann didn’t respond. She was gazing out the window at the leafless
November landscape, sucking her thumb and twirling her hair with her
other hand. “Bettie Ann, I’m talking to you,” repeated Marsha. 

“Your turn,” yelled José as he poked Bettie Ann’s shoulder.
“Shut up, José,” interjected Sarah. Sarah often tried to mediate between

the members of the group, but her argumentative streak pulled her into the
fray as often as not. 

“Quiet!” insisted Marsha in a hushed, but emphatic, tone. As she spoke,
she turned her head to glance over her shoulder at the rest of the class. The
hum of conversation was growing in the room. Tension crept into her voice
as she addressed the reading group. “We’re distracting the other children.
Do we need to discuss rule 3 again? Everyone pull out the class rules from
your notebook, now.” 

The chemistry in the reading group—and in the class in general—had
been so explosive since September that Marsha had gone beyond her normal
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first-of-the-year review of rules and procedures. All the children in the class
had copied the four class rules into their notebooks, and she had led long dis-
cussions of what they meant. Rule 3 was “Be considerate of other people.” 

Loud groans from the reading group greeted Marsha’s mention of rules.
Simultaneously, a loud BANG sounded in the back of the room. Marsha
turned and saw a student reaching to the floor for a book as his neighbor
snickered. She also noticed three girls in the far-left row leaning into a con-
versation over a drawing, and she saw most of the students quickly turn back
to their work, as if they were not enjoying the entertainment of the reading
group once again. 

“That’s it!” Marsha exclaimed. She slammed her hand down on the read-
ing-circle table and stood to face the entire class. “Put your heads on your
desks, and don’t say another word—everyone!” By the time she finished the
sentence, Marsha realized she had been shouting, but she didn’t care. Her
class gazed at her in stunned disbelief. Mrs. Warren had always been so gen-
tle! “Now!” 

Marsha quickly turned and walked from the room, not bothering to look
back to see if her command had been obeyed. She closed the door to her
classroom, managing not to slam it, and tried to control her temper and col-
lect her thoughts. “What in God’s name am I going to do with this class?” she
asked herself. “I’ve got to calm down. Here I am in the hallway with twenty-
two kids inside who have driven me out—they’ve absolutely won.” Marsha
suddenly felt paralyzed. 

Marsha tried to remember if there was ever a time in her eleven years of
teaching when discipline and control were such a challenge. “It’s not as
though I were a rookie. I ought to know what to do!” she agonized. But
Marsha had tried everything she had ever learned or done before to interest
and control this group, and the class as a whole, yet there she was, standing
in the hall. 

Marsha’s third-grade class was indeed a difficult group of children.
There were a few students who liked school and really tried to learn, but
overall it was a class full of children who were just not focused on learning.
It was impossible to relax with them. If Marsha let down her guard and tried
to engage them on a more friendly or casual level, the class would disinte-
grate. Marsha’s natural inclination in teaching was to maintain a friendly, re-
laxed manner; she usually enjoyed her students and her enjoyment showed.
But with this class she constantly had to be firm and vigilant (“witchlike,” she
thought) in order to keep the students under control. 

Academically the class was fairly average, but Marsha did have two in-
structional challenges: There were three really bright students, whom Mar-
sha tried to encourage with extra instruction and higher expectations, and
there were three students (besides the Hispanic children in her slow-reading
group) who spoke little or no English. The most remarkable characteristic of
the students, though, was their overall immaturity. Each child seemed to
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feed off the antics of the others, and every issue was taken to its extreme. For
example, whenever one child laughed, the entire class would begin to giggle
uncontrollably. The students’ behavior was simply inappropriate for their
age and grade. 

The core of Marsha’s problem was the lowest-level reading group. This
group provided the spark that set off fireworks in the entire class, day after
day. The slow readers were rude and disruptive as a group, and they were in-
stigators on their own. 

When Marsha thought of each child in the lowest reading group individ-
ually, she was usually able to summon some sympathy and understanding.
Each of the eight had an emotional or academic problem that probably ac-
counted, at least in part, for his or her behavior.

José, for instance, topped her list of troublemakers. He was a loud, ego-
centric child. His mother, Marsha thought, probably had surrendered long
ago, and his father did not live with them. José had little respect for or recog-
nition of authority; he was boisterous and argumentative; and he was unable
to take turns under any condition. When something didn’t go his way, he
would explode. This low flash point, Marsha felt, was just one of many signs
of his immaturity, even though José was repeating the third grade and was
actually older than his classmates. 

José had a slight learning disability in the area of organizational skills, but
Marsha didn’t think this justified his behavior. His mother spoke only Spanish,
and—although José was fluent in both Spanish and English— when Marsha
sent notes home, she would first have to find someone to translate for her.
Conferring with José’s mother on the telephone was out of the question. 

Angela was also repeating the third grade, and Marsha thought the
child’s anger over this contributed to her terrible attitude in class. The child
just refused to learn. She could be a low-average achiever if she would apply
herself, but it was clear that Angela’s agenda was not school. She was con-
cerned with her hair, her looks, her clothes—preoccupations that Marsha
found inappropriate for a third-grader. Angela came from a middle-class
black family, and her parents were also angry that she had been held back;
consultations with them were not usually fruitful. Angela seemed truly upset
if Marsha asked her to do any work, and Marsha was sure her frustration with
the child was occasionally apparent. 

Tyrone, on the other hand, was a very low average learner, but he, at
least, worked to his capabilities. He even tried to mediate arguments among
the members of the group. But Tyrone had a very stubborn streak, which was
typical, Marsha thought, of slow learners. If he was on the wrong track, he
just would not get off of it. She frequently asked him to redo work and
helped him with his errors, but when he presented it to her the next day as
though it were different, it would contain the same mistakes. 

Sarah, too, knew right from wrong and generally wanted to do her work,
but she was easily pulled into the fray. Sarah had appointed herself protector
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of Bettie Ann, an overweight, emotionally insecure child who had difficulty
focusing on the topic at hand. Bettie Ann was the baby of her family, with
several near-adult siblings at home. Marsha wondered if Bettie Ann’s posi-
tion in the family was the reason she assumed no responsibility for her own
actions and no control over her own fate. Bettie Ann seemed hungry for
Marsha’s attention, but she exhibited no independence or initiative at all. 

Katie was one of the brighter students in the reading group, but her hy-
peractivity caused her to be easily distracted and argumentative. She could
neither sit still physically nor pay attention mentally. Katie had a rich home
background, full of books and middle-class aspirations, but Marsha thought
she also encountered pressure at home to perform, perhaps to levels beyond
her capability.

Rhea, another child with at least average intelligence, was one of the
more heartrending cases. Her mother was an alcoholic who neglected her,
and Rhea had to do the housework and care for her older brother, who was
in a special education class. She had no time for homework, and there were
no books or even conversations at home. Rhea had been held back in the
second grade, and while she tried to do her work, the language deficit at
home was so severe that she kept falling further behind. 

Finally, there was Maria, a petite, immature native of El Salvador. She
had average intelligence and a cooperative spirit, but Spanish was spoken in
her home and her limited English vocabulary severely limited her progress. 

Marsha tried to analyze what it was among these children that fostered
such animosity. Not a day passed that they didn’t argue, fight, or insult one
another. The reading group was not the only arena for these combatants;
they fought in the playground, in line, on the bus, and in the cafeteria. They
were troublemakers in previous grades, and some of the teachers at
Roosevelt called them the “Infidels.” 

They tended to be at their worst as a group, and so Marsha had tried sep-
arating them, but with little improvement. Three weeks before, in early
October, she rearranged and reorganized all three reading groups, distribut-
ing the students in the lowest section among three new groups. But she
found that the inappropriate behavior did not stop; it only spread. Now all
three of her reading groups, rather than one, were disrupted, and mixing
her slow and her average readers dramatically reduced the pace of both
groups. Finding this arrangement unfair to her other students, she reorga-
nized back to her original group assignments last week. 

Marsha also tried other remedies. She introduced popular reading mate-
rial for the reading groups and tried innovations such as having the children
act out the stories they read. She wrote a contingency contract with the
groups when she reconstituted them last week, promising that they could
use the school’s audiovisual equipment to make filmstrips illustrating their
current book if they behaved, but so far that wasn’t working either. 
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Marsha did not think she was generally too lax. She had procedures for
incomplete work (the students had to come to her room during lunch hour
or after school to finish); she had rules for appropriate behavior in school;
and she never hesitated to involve parents. She praised the children for com-
pleting work, and she sent positive notes home when they did so. She also
sent home disciplinary cards (much more frequently, unfortunately), which
parents were supposed to sign, and she telephoned parents when she
thought it would help. 

Marsha also tried punishment. She sent individual troublemakers to the
office, and she held detention during lunch. She isolated children for mis-
behavior by separating their desks from the rest of the class, and she used de-
nial of privileges (the children really liked using the class computer, so she
withdrew that privilege frequently). Marsha even tried talking honestly with
the children, giving them pep talks about the value of education and their
need to read and write and think in order to participate in life. But nothing
was fundamentally altering the course of the class’s behavior. 

Besides having the desire to teach the “Infidels,” Marsha knew that the
progress of the rest of the class was being slowed because of the time she was
forced to spend on policing. Her patience, her ideas, and her fortitude were
fast evaporating, and she knew she had to solve the problem even though
she felt like giving up. 

Marsha stood on tiptoe to look through the window of the classroom
door. The children were sitting in their places looking at each other uneasily
and at the door, clearly wondering what would happen next. With a sigh,
Marsha turned the knob. 
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